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Under the most unfavorable combination of these two factors wages cannot permanently remain below the prevailing cost of living of a workman's family without disaster to the workers as well as to the entire economic structure of society. On the other hand, wages cannot permanently rise above the value of the product contributed by labor, since no industrial enterprise, be it large or small, could survive in the struggle of competition, if it continued for any length of time to pay out more in wages than its labor force has contributed to the value of its products.
Between these two extremes there is an endless gradation of rates of compensation determined by a variety of circumstances, among which the supply of and demand for labor, the prevailing cost of living, the productivity of labor and, last but not least, the strength of labor organizations exercised in collective bargaining, play the chief part.
The process of "bargaining," in a broad sense is the most conspicuous factor in wage determination. The bargaining may take the outspoken form of a bargain driven between a single employer or an association of employers on the one hand and an individual workman or a workmen's union on the other; or it may be disguised under the form of a workman hunting a job and accepting what he is offered when the supply of labor exceeds the demand or, vice versa, of employers scouring the market for labor and paying what the workman demands when the demand for labor outruns the supply, as was recently the case at the height of war activities. In either case the bargaining process goes on, with labor handled as any other commodity, the buyer (the employer) trying to get his commodity as cheaply as he can, and the seller (the workman) striving to obtain the highest possible price.
Were the analogy between labor and any other commodity complete, there would be nothing further to be said on the subject. The similarity between labor and other commodities, however, ends at this point. For, while the seller of an ordinary commodity parts with it as soon as he has delivered it to the buyer, the seller of the commodity known as "labor" is inseparable from it. It is from this circumstance that all the perplexities of the modern labor problem spring. And it is to the failure on the part of employers to take this fact into account that most of the "labor troubles" can be traced.